Shoal choice studies have revealed that fish have cognitive abilities to discriminate between groups of different composition. In this work, the role of social status (based on aggressive acts) of both the test fish and the fish in the stimulus shoals was examined because of the fitness-related consequences that group association may have for the test individual. Single angelfish of high and low social status (dominant and subordinate) were presented with a choice between two stimulus shoals composed of three conspecifics of equal size and familiarity but of social status equal to, and different from that of the test fish in the same dominance hierarchy. Test fish, irrespective of the social status, spent significantly more time shoaling with subordinates than with dominants. They also initiated shoaling behaviour with subordinates more readily and the number of visits to the preference zone close to the subordinates was greater than that to dominants. The tendency was greater in subordinate fish, which showed longer latency in approaching the shoals of dominants, and spent more time in proximity to the subordinates per visit than did dominant fish. A replicate preference test indicated that this general pattern was relatively stable for at least 2½ hr. A possible factor mediating this association preference, that of familiarity, was then tested. The same protocol as before was used but unfamiliar conspecific dominants and subordinates served as stimulus shoals. In this second experiment, generally test fish did not show any significant shoaling preference. The results indicate that angelfish are capable of distinguishing the social status of conspecifics and can discriminate between shoals composed of dominants and subordinates on the basis of previous interactions. It is suggested that the tendency to avoid shoals of dominant companions may be due to the disadvantage of enhanced competition, subordinates being more affected.
Introduction
Conspecific grouping provides individual fish with a range of potential benefits, including improved anti-predator effects, enhanced food location and acquisition (Pitcher & Parrish, 1993) , and also promotes social learning (Laland & Williams, 1997; Reader et al., 2003) . Within such social groups considerable behavioural differences exist between individuals competing for resources, consequently the group benefits may not be shared equally by all members. One way individuals may enhance these benefits is by acquiring a higher social status, generally through intraspecific aggression (e.g., Huntingford & Turner, 1987) . Social position within a group hierarchy therefore has important consequences for survival and fitness-related benefits, with dominant individuals being more successful in accessing and monopolizing shared resources (Metcalfe, 1986; Alanärä et al., 2001 ) and reducing access to such resources by subordinates (Grand & Grant, 1994; Wisenden, 1995) .
It is commonly assumed that the benefits of group living outweigh the costs of competition and/or relegation to a subordinate status, and it is likely that many individuals will often stay great periods of time in non optimal groups. Therefore, given the choice between shoals of different composition individuals may try to enhance their fitness by joining an optimal group, which may be different for different individuals (Ranta et al., 1993) and different contextual factors (see Griffiths, 2003; Hoare et al., 2004) . Different shoals frequently meet in nature and such associations are typically nonrandom (Pitcher & Parrish, 1993; Krause & Ruxton, 2002) . Transfer of individuals between shoals may occur (Hoare et al., 2000; Krause et al., 2000; Croft et al., 2003) , and individual choice of group appears to involve a tradeoff between the costs and benefits of membership of one shoal over another (Pulliam & Caraco, 1984) .
Laboratory studies on shoaling preferences generally involve giving single test fish a choice between one of two groups of different composition, and the results suggest that fish have cognitive abilities, allowing them to discriminate among groups of different composition when deciding which group to join. Test fish appear to take into account factors such as species, fish size, colour, parasite load, predation risk, relatedness, nutritional state, familiarity, shoal size, and competitive ability (see review by Krause & Ruxton, 2002) . However, despite the prevalence of differences in social status among members of a group and the corresponding physiological and behavioural differences (e.g., Sloman & Armstrong, 2002; Earley et al., 2004) ,
